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Tolkien, Myth, and Fantasy: An
Interview with Verlyn Flieger.
By Randy Hoyt. First published
in Journey to the Sea 5 (11/2008).
http://journeytothesea.com/
tolkien-flieger/

V

erlyn Flieger is an author,
editor, and English professor at the University of Maryland. She specializes in comparative mythology and modern
fantasy, especially the works of
J.R.R. Tolkien. She has written three books on
Tolkien, has edited authoritative editions of two of
Tolkien’s works, and is one of the co-founding editors
of the annual scholarly journal, Tolkien Studies. She
has received two Mythopoeic Awards for Inklings
Studies, one in 1998 as author of A Question of Time
and another in 2002 as co-editor of Tolkien’s Legendarium. You can learn more about Verlyn’s work by visiting her web site, mythus.com.
Randy Hoyt: Why did you think The Lord of the Rings
has been so popular?
Verlyn Flieger: I think it’s been so popular because it
is an extraordinarily good book: a remarkable
achievement in terms of fantasy. I wouldn’t call it
unique because I don’t think many things are unique;
but I think it is almost sui generis in its complexity, in
its craftmanship, and in the power of the story. I just
think it’s a really good book.
RH: When did you first encounter the works of
Tolkien? What impact did they have on you?
VF: I first read The Lord of the Rings in the winter of
1956/1957. It was a very new book at that time. Not
very many people had read it. One of my co-workers
at the time was from England, and her brother had
sent her the first English edition. We all passed it
around and read it. Even then, I recognized that
Tolkien was drawing on a vast body of mythological
material: there was Beowulfian material, Arthurian
material, Celtic material—all of which he had reconfigured into his own secondary world.
RH: And the published Silmarillion?
VF: I first read that in 1977, when it came out. I guess
we were all sort of waiting for it to appear.
RH: You now teach courses in Tolkien at the University of Maryland. Did you play a role in getting these
courses into the curriculum there?
VF: Single-handed.

RH: Why would you say that Tolkien deserves
courses in the curriculum alongside such greats as
Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton?
VF: Why not? They were writing about the human
condition, as they saw it in their own time. Certainly
Chaucer and Shakespeare were writing about the
human condition, though I’m not sure Milton was.
Tolkien is writing about the same thing.
RH: What do you cover in these courses?
VF: I teach Tolkien in a number of different ways. I
teach an Honors Seminar in Tolkien as ‚Author of
Century‛ (to borrow from the title of Tom Shippey’s
book on Tolkien). There we cover the two big essays,
‚On Fairy-stories‛ and ‚Beowulf: The Monsters and
the Critics,‛ and then we read, right the way through,
The Silmarillion, The Hobbit, and The Lord of the Rings—
more or less in order of the chronology of Tolkien’s
secondary world—to get an overview of Tolkien’s
whole corpus of major fiction, to get some notion of
the continuity and the discontinuities among them.
I started out, however, back when I myself was
in graduate school, teaching a course in fantasy,
which was really just an excuse to get The Lord of the
Rings into the curriculum. I very soon realized that it
overbalanced the course, that it was too big for everything else. Another faculty member and I pulled out
Tolkien and introduced another course called
‚Tolkien, Myth, and Medieval Tradition,‛ which consisted of the Beowulf essay, Beowulf, some aspects of
the Arthurian story, and then The Hobbit and The Lord
of the Rings. With some modifications, I’ve been teaching that course ever since.
This fall, I’m teaching what I think is going to be
a very exciting course called ‚Tolkien On War.‛ Our
whole campus has devoted the fall semester to
courses on war, new courses on war or existing
courses adapted to war. I thought that to cover
Tolkien, an author in whom you have a secondary
mythology, a children’s book, and a fantasy that all
focus on war, would be an interesting angle from
which to look at it.
RH: Do you find that students taking your courses
expect it to be easy because it is about a ‚fantasy‛
book and not about ‚real literature‛?
VF: Not any more. They did to start with, yes, but
they don’t now.
RH: A lot of professional academics, critics, and journalists have been surprised by the popularity of The
Lord of the Rings.
VF: I think most of those who are surprised—or who
express surprise—either haven’t read it or find it not
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to be to their taste. If it’s not to their taste, that’s fine:
then they shouldn’t read it.
RH: Some go even further, showing disdain towards
Tolkien and horror at its success. What do you think
drives that disdain?
VF: Snobbery.
RH: Did you encounter any of this disdain or snobbery as you were working to get Tolkien into the curriculum?
VF: Oh yeah, I still do. I got teased horribly when the
movies came out. I was known for some time as ‚the
fantasy lady.‛ My colleagues—not all of them but
many of them—do not take the material I teach seriously. And that’s okay. My students do, and it’s my
students that I’m really concerned about.
RH: You said that in your Tolkien as ‚Author of the
Century‛ seminar you cover two of Tolkien’s essays,
‚Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics‛ and ‚On
Fairy-stories.‛ Why would you say these two essays
are important? What impact did they have on myth
scholarship and fantasy literature?
VF: The essay ‚Beowulf: Monsters and the Critics‛
was originally a lecture given to the British Academy.
It changed the direction of Beowulf scholarship. Up
until that time, scholars had acknowledged the
poem’s importance, but had only studied it for philology, for social customs, for all kinds of things—never
as a work of art. Tolkien said, ‚Hey guys. This is a
poem. Why don’t we look at it as if it were a poem
and see what we can get out of it in terms of its art?‛
That really did open up a whole new avenue in the
way of looking at the poem. There are Beowulf scholars who disagree with him, but since that lecture nobody has been able to ignore what he said. You go to
the library and look at any anthology of Beowulf criticism, and Tolkien’s essay will be there.
The essay ‚On Fairy-stories‛ also was originally
given as a lecture, this one as the Andrew Lang lecture at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland.
This essay is not as well-known in general scholarly
circles, but I think it is Tolkien’s most important essay. It reveals more about his art and his own feelings
about his art than any other essay. It looks at philology, it looks at where mythology comes from and its
importance, it looks at fantasy and fairy story. He
really pulls together a lot of strands.
RH: How does this essay about his art relate chronologically to his own works of fiction?
VF: He had been working on ‚The Silmarillion‛ since
1917, when he came back from World War I. Sometime in the early 1930s, he began work on The Hobbit,
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which started as a story for his children and then
turned into something a little more formal. That was
published in September 1937 and was a great success.
The publisher said, ‚People are going to want more.
Can you write a sequel?‛ After several false starts, he
did begin a sequel which was very clearly imitative of
The Hobbit in its tone. As early as December 1937 he
was thinking about what he called ‚the new hobbit‛
but which became over time The Lord of the Rings. So
he started in let’s say 1938/1939 and he finished it in
ten or eleven years, and then he had trouble getting it
published. In the meantime, in a sense à propos his
publication of The Hobbit, he was giving the Andrew
Lang lecture in March 1939. He began to codify a lot
of what he had been working toward instinctively in
The Hobbit and realized that he had made some mistakes in it: there were lapses in tone, places where it
didn’t hang together. His thoughts on these mistakes
found their way into the lecture, particularly in the
section on fantasy, and in turn affected The Lord of the
Rings. So the chronology goes The Hobbit, ‚On Fairystories,‛ and then The Lord of the Rings.
RH: You have edited a new edition of the ‚On Fairystories‛ essay (published by HarperCollins in 2008).
VF: Yes, with Doug Anderson. The book is called
Tolkien On Fairy-stories.
RH: What is in this new edition?
VF: A huge amount of previously unpublished material. Doug and I were given access to all the manuscripts pertaining to ‚On Fairy-stories‛ and to all of
the draft materials. It was first the lecture, then it was
greatly expanded and turned into a published essay,
and then Tolkien further edited and tweaked the
published essay. Doug and I were able to trace the
way that certain ideas began, developed, grew,
moved into this or that category. You can see the
growth of his thought. It’s a fascinating thing to read.
RH: What would you say has been Tolkien’s impact
on fantasy literature as a whole?
VF: Huge. Enormous. And not altogether positive.
He casts a very long shadow. It’s very difficult to get
out from under Tolkien. I published Pig Tale in 2002,
a fantasy novel that I had been working on for quite
some time. It was a struggle to get away from Tolkien
and to write something that I thought could really be
just my own. It was hard to do. I’d be typing along,
and I’d think, ‚Uh-oh. I know where that comes
from!‛ And then I had to back up. Most of the fantasy
that has come after The Lord of the Rings has either
imitated it or reacted strongly against—which is also
in a sense a form of imitation. ≡

Verlyn Flieger. Splintered Light: Logos and Language in Tolkien’s World. 2d ed. Kent, OH, and London: Kent State University Press, 2002. xxii + 196 pp.,
$19.00 (trade paperback). ISBN 0873387449. Reviewed
by Douglas C. Kane.

S

ometimes an author is able to provide the best
description of her own work. In the Preface to the
Second Edition of Splintered Light, Verlyn Flieger
states that ‚Tolkien’s great essay ‘On Fairy-stories’ is
the best and deepest consideration I have encountered of the nature, origin and value of myth and
fantasy‛ (ix). I concur with that statement, but I
would also apply it to Flieger’s own book: her great
book Splintered Light is the best and deepest consideration I have encountered of the nature, origin and
value of Tolkien’s myth and fantasy. In that Preface to
the Second Edition, Flieger gives an updated answer
to the question of why anyone should read Tolkien:
‚For refreshment and entertainment and, even more
important for a deeper understanding of the ambiguities of good and evil and of ethical and moral dilemmas of a world constantly embroiled in wars with
itself‛ (viii). Quite so.
Flieger demonstrates convincingly that
‚Tolkien’s work is more relevant to the world today
than it appeared to be when The Lord of the Rings was
published in the mid-1950s‛ (ibid). She does so by
examining aspects of The Lord of the Rings itself, but in
the context of the vast legendarium that has been
revealed over the course of the posthumous publication of The Silmarillion, Unfinished Tales, and The History of Middle-earth, as well as Tolkien’s two most important scholarly essays, ‚On Fairy-stories” and
‚Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics.‛ Equally
importantly, Flieger demonstrates the crucial influence that the work of another Inkling, Owen Barfield,
had on Tolkien’s ideas and his literary output. As
Flieger puts it: ‚Saving the Beowulf poet, Barfield’s
theory of the interdependence of myth
and language is the primary influence
on Tolkien’s mythos. It is very much
present in Tolkien’s fictive assumption,
the very foundation and basis of his invented world, that language creates the
reality it describes and that myth and
language work reciprocally on each
other. Moreover, Barfield’s theory is
central to the theme of The Silmarillion,
that the polarities of light and dark, perceived through, expressed in, and configuring language, define one another

and the realities of Tolkien’s world‛ (xxi-xxii).
Before turning to Tolkien’s writings, Flieger observes an aspect of Tolkien’s personality that she identifies as being crucial to the development of those
writings. Borrowing a phrase from Humphrey Carpenter’s biography, she calls Tolkien ‚A Man of Antitheses.‛ She correctly recognizes that Tolkien extreme oscillation between hope and despair is
broadly reflected in his work, particularly in the
theme of the polarities of light and dark mentioned
above. This concept is further explored in Flieger’s
discussion of the two great scholarly essays already
mentioned, ‚On Fairy-stories” and ‚Beowulf: The
Monsters and the Critics.‛ In discussing the influence
and importance of these two essays, she notes ‚*a+
lthough one speaks movingly of man’s defeat by ‘the
offspring of the dark’ and the other celebrates ‘the job
of deliverance,’ each essay acknowledges that both
light and dark are elements held in interdependent
tension. *<+ The change from one essay to the other
resides in the emphasis. The balance shifts. In the
Beowulf essay dark heavily outweighs light; heroes go
from the circle of light into the surrounding dark and
down to final defeat. In the fairy-story essay, light is
victorious and joy triumphs over sorrow‛ (12-13).
Flieger then goes on to briefly describe Barfield’s
theories of poetic diction, which Tolkien told C.S.
Lewis ‚modified his whole outlook‛ (39). One illustration that she points to (and from which the title of
her book is taken) is the poem Mythopoeia that
Tolkien wrote for Lewis. In this poem, Tolkien emphasizes Man’s right of sub-creation. As Flieger
states, ‚the poem contains the vivid image of Light
splintered from the original White ‘to many hues’ as
it is refracted through the prism of the sub-creative
human mind‛ (43). She notes that his use of words
and light as ‚agents of perception‛ show Tolkien to
be invoking Barfield’s theories.
Flieger moves on to discuss the practical application of these theories to Tolkien’s work,
particularly ‚The Silmarillion‛. She pays
particular attention to the role that
Tolkien’s languages play in his fiction.
She also examines how the motifs of light
and dark are used throughout ‚The Silmarillion‛ in the context of different characters, including Melian and Thingol, and
their daughter, Lúthien,, and her mortal
lover, Beren; Fëanor, the creator of the
Silmarils; Eol the dark Elf, and his son,
Maeglin whose ‚function in the story is to
be darkness hidden with in light, a dark-
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ness that eventually (albeit only in part)
overcomes the light‛ (123). She also begins
to explore the paradox of the interplay of
fate and free will in Tolkien’s legendarium, a
subject that she and others have continued
to explore in the intervening years. Finally,
she turns back to The Lord of the Rings and
explores how ‚*v+iewed in the context of the
Silmarillion, what happens in Frodo’s story
of separation and dissolution is a logical part
of the progression‛ (149). I will leave it to
the reader to experience Flieger’s description
of Frodo’s journeys from light to dark and
back again. Suffice to say that she does as
fine a job of contextualizing The Lord of the
Rings within the broader themes of Tolkien’s
legendarium as I have seen.
This bare summary hardly scratches the
surface of the depth and value of Splintered
Light. Verlyn Flieger has the rare gift of examining Tolkien’s writings and getting beneath the surface in a way that is unexceeded. And nowhere is that gift in greater
evidence than in this book. Simply put, it is
essential reading for anyone who would
better understand Tolkien’s work. Nor is a
single reading sufficient. Splintered Light is a
rare scholarly work that reveals as much, if
not more, in a second reading as it does in
the first, and yet more in the third. I can
think of no greater praise than that. ≡

Winning Clerihews from Mythcon 41.
By Mike Foster.

T

he Ninth Not Very Annual Mythcon
Mary M. Stolzenbach Memorial Clerihew Contest held in Dallas, Texas, judged
(as always) by They Who Must Not Be
Named, had a difficult moment when the
judges quite fancied a clerihew that unfortunately named one of the Unnamed. So by
general agreement, this quatrain was purged
from the ‚After Tolkien‛ category. Judges
opted for an Honorable Mention for this
work. (And thanks, Don.) So be advised: if
you agree to judge, you can neither contribute clerihews nor opt to honor one naming
you with a good grade, however deserving
it might be. Indeed, this year one erstwhile
judge chose to decline in order to compete.
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Judges rank each clerihew on a 1–10 scale in three categories:
Humor, Originality, and Clerihewness. This year’s winners, published exactly as written, include:
HONORABLE MENTION

Mike Foster
Maintains a roster:
The very best clerihewists
In the society of Williams, Tolkien, and Lewis.
— Don Williams
BEFORE TOLKIEN

Anthea (known as Panther)
Found Phoenix-questions hard to answer
But oh, what a time the Lambie had
With the Psammead!
— Anne Collins Smith
DURING TOLKIEN

Eustace Clarence Scrubb
Would whine and blub.
To obtain stolen treasures,
He used draconian measures.
— Bonnie Rauscher
AFTER TOLKIEN

Peter V. Brett
Wrote a book that’s a hit!
“The Warded Man” is “brilliant with action and suspense all the way.”
More importantly, to get it, the Masqueraders did not have to pay.
— Merlin De Tardo

GRAND CHAMPION

Janet Brennan Croft
Has every reason to hold her head aloft
She edits Mythlore and chairs Mythcon without getting wheezy
And makes it all look easy.
— Marion Van Loo.

Runner-up clerihews included one by Edith Crowe and two (in
addition to the one noted above) by Don Williams. ≡

Discussion Groups

T

he Mythopoeic Society has members throughout the U.S. and in
several foreign countries; the lucky ones are able to find other
people interested in the Inklings, myth, and fantasy literature close
enough geographically to meet on a regular basis. The Society sponsors
Discussion Groups in several different states in the U.S., with a number
of additional groups in the process of forming and active.
Starting with this issue, only active groups are listed here. Groups
that wish to be listed in the active category should regularly update the
Secretary with their meeting and discussion plans. Groups are also
encouraged to share reports of their activities with the Secretary for
inclusion in Mythprint. Groups that wish to become active should contact the Secretary and inform her of their first meeting, topic, time,
location and contact person. Groups that have not yet chosen to become
Chartered, or those who are interested in creating a new Mythopoeic
Society-sponsored discussion or special interest group, please complete
our group charter form at www.mythsoc.org.
Marion VanLoo
Membership & Discussion Group Secretary
Box 71
Napoleon, MI 49261
membership@mythsoc.org
www.mythsoc.org/groups
CALIFORNIA

Los Angeles/Pasadena: Mydgard
Lee Speth, 920 N. Atlantic #E, Alhambra, CA 91801.
Sept. 19: The Vinland Sagas, trans. by Keneva Junz. At the Callahans’
home, 3771 Alzada Rd., Altadena; 2:30 PM.
Oct. 17: City of Ember, by Jeanne DuPrau. Meeting room at the back of
The Coffee Gallery, 2029 Lake Ave., Altadena, (626) 398-7917. 3:00 PM.
Oakland: C.S. Lewis Society of California
David J. Theroux, 11990 Skyline Blvd., Oakland, CA 94619.
dtheroux@lewissociety.org
Web site: http://www.lewissociety.org
Sept. 15 & Sept. 29: That Hideous Strength, by C.S. Lewis. 3006 Central
Ave., Alameda, CA 94501. RSVP: 510-635-6892,
Oct. 13 & Oct. 27: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, by C.S. Lewis. 3006
Central Ave., Alameda, CA 94501. RSVP: 510-635-6892.
San Francisco Bay Area: Khazad-dum
Amy Wisniewski & Edith Crowe, 1124 Eden Bower Lane, Redwood
City, CA 94061. edithcrowe@comcast.net
Web site: www.mythsoc.org/groups/kd
Dec. 4: The Annual Reading and Eating Meeting. At Edith and Amy’s.
COLORADO

Denver area: Fanuidhol (‚Cloudy Head‛)
Patricia Yarrow, 2465 S. Franklin St., Denver, CO 80210.
yarrowp@mscd.edu or lottiedeno7@aol.com
Web site: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Fanuidhol/
Oct. 10: The Owl, the Raven and the Dove by G. Ronald Murphy
Nov. 7: Storied Treasure by Bailey Phelps
Dec. 12: Recent works by Terry Pratchett
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Washington & Suburbs: Knossos
Mimi Stevens, 3805 Franconia Rd., Alexandria, VA 22310.
mimi.stevens@verizon.net
Oct. 15: The Graveyard Book, by Neil Gaiman
Nov. 19: The Abolition of Man, by C. S. Lewis

HAWAII

Oahu: Sammath Naur
Steve Brown, Box 22332, Honolulu, HI 96823.
slbrown@hawaii.rr.com
Ken Burtness. purplewolf@hawaii.rr.com
Web site : http://bookgroup.pulelehuadesign.com/
Oct. 16: A Game of Thrones, by George R.R. Martin
Nov. 13: South of Skye, by Steven Goldsberry.
ILLINOIS

Peoria: The Far Westfarthing smial
Mike Foster, 743 County Road 1200N, Metamora, IL 61548-7726.
mafoster@hughes.net
Sept. 24: Peoria Pizza Works, Peoria Heights. Clerihews in honor of
Baggins’ birthday. Deryni Rising, by Katherine Kurtz.
Nov. ?: Discussion of 13th Anniversary Moot of the Smial.
IOWA

Decorah: Alfheim
Doug Rossman, 1316 Blue Grass Dr., Decorah IA 52101.
rossmado@luther.edu
Contact Jennifer for topic, time, date & location details:
jfolstad@millerlawdecorah.com
MINNESOTA

Minneapolis-St. Paul: Rivendell
David Lenander, 2095 Hamline Ave. Roseville, MN 55113.
d-lena@umn.edu
Web site: www.umn.edu/~d-lena/rivendell.html
TBA: Thirteenth Child, by Patricia Wrede.
TBA: The Magician's Book, by Laura Miller.
NEVADA

Reno: Crickhollow
Joanne Burnett, 3275 Vickie Lane, Sparks, NV 89431.
Burnie96@sbcglobal.net
Web site: riske.wncc.nevada.edu/Crickhollow
NEW YORK

New York: Heren Istarion: The Northeast Tolkien Society
Anthony Burdge & Jessica Burke, 110 Patten St., Staten Island, NY
10307. herenistarionnets@gmail.com
Web site: www.herenistarionnets.blogspot.com
Oct. 3: The Two Towers, Book/Film/Concert Discussion.
OREGON

Portland: Bywater Inklings
Gary Lundquist 2627 SE 68th Avenue Portland OR 97206-1235
lundquig88@msn.com See also http://www.facebook.com/
home.php?#/group.php?gid=107493056056&ref=ts
PENNSYLVANIA

Pittsburgh: Fantasy Studies Fellowship
Lori Campbell, University of Pittsburgh, Department of English,
526 CL, Pittsburgh PA 15260.
camenglish@cs.com
WASHINGTON

Seattle: Mithlond
John D Rateliff, 6317 S. 233rd Street Kent, WA 98032.
sacnoth@earthlink.net
Web site: http://mwinslow.firinn.org/mithlond/
WISCONSIN

Milwaukee: The Burrahobbits
Jeffrey & Jan Long, 1903 N. 118th St., Wauwatosa, WI 53226.
longfam@milwpc.com
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Hilary Tolkien. Black & White Ogre Country: The
Lost Tales of Hilary Tolkien. Ed. Angela Gardner, ill.
Jef Murray. Moreton-in-Marsh, U.K.: ADC Publications Ltd., 2010. vii + 73 pp., £9.99 (hardcover). ISBN
9780955190018. Reviewed by David D. Oberhelman.
‚In very far off days in a part of Warwickshire, there
dwelt a Black Ogre and a White Ogre.‛ This opening
sentence lacks the familiar ring of the beginning of
the tale of a hobbit and his hole in the ground, but
nonetheless has its origins in the same imaginative
wellspring out of which John Ronald Reuel Tolkien’s
tale emerged. It is the first line of the ‚Bumble Dell‛
vignette from notebooks of Ronald’s younger brother
Hilary Arthur Reuel Tolkien (1894-1976), now edited
by Angela Gardner of the Tolkien Society and beautifully illustrated by Jef Murray. Black & White Ogre
Country publishes the ‚lost tales,‛ or, more properly,
the fantastical literary sketches and musings Hilary
Tolkien hastily jotted down along with some line
drawings—a work very reminiscent of his brother’s
Father Christmas Letters, Mr. Bliss, or the myriad notes
and drafts he left behind on the legends of the First
Age. Although Hilary, a market gardener had no
literary aspirations, lived a vastly different life from
Ronald the Oxford professor and famed author,
Hilary’s notebook indicates that he too absorbed the
folklore and fairy tales of England and had some of
the same concerns as his brother about the changes
brought on by industrialization and the mechanization of the countryside and the gradual disappearance of Faerie.
This volume does not have fully developed tales
with rounded characters and plots, but offers us some
previously unknown writings from a close family
member of the Professor, along with Murray’s whimsical illustrations, and a brief biographical outline of
Hilary Tolkien’s life. These stories were born when
Hilary was a boy, and put down in this written form
sometime after World War II. The short collection is
made up of three sections of ‚tales,‛ brief descriptions of magical lands and fairy-tale creatures living
in Hilary’s familiar Warwickshire countryside.
‚Bumble Dell‛ paints a picture of the land of the shoe
-stealing Black Ogre and the fruitful dells of the
White Ogre. ‚Black & White Witches‛ gives us a picture of the lands of the sinister Black Witch who turns
children into stone or tree stumps, and the good
White Witch with her sweets shop. These figures lack
the depth and sophistication of Ronald’s Elves or
other beings he adapted from folklore and sagas, but
elements of the trolls in The Hobbit and even some
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aspects of his early conception of the Cottage of Lost
Play inevitably come to mind. The last section offers a
series of vignettes in which Hilary, the author, reflects on experiences in and near those lands, and
shows the encroaching modern world (ranging from
the introduction of the railway to the rise of the motor car) and the looming shadows of World Wars I
and II. He concludes with a somber reflection on the
German bombing raids over Coventry. Murray’s lavish illustrations add to the brief tales and make this
volume a delightful companion to many of Ronald’s
illustrated works. Fans of Jef Murray’s Tolkien and
fantasy art will be interested in this small volume for
the pictures alone.
The book concludes with a short biography of
Hilary Tolkien which features family photographs
and images of letters and the actual diary from which
these sketches were taken. The biographical section is
brief, though this book is but the first part of what
Gardner promises to be a fuller biography of Hilary
Tolkien that she is currently undertaking. This will
include new letters from the Tolkien and Suffield
families, artwork by Hilary Tolkien, and additional
photographs. Since Black & White Ogre Country is
published in a very limited edition by ADC Publications Ltd. in Gloucestershire, U.K., it is not widely
available in the United States, but it can be ordered
online from ADC at http://www.adcbooks.co.uk,
where it is £9.99 (plus £8.00 shipping to the U.S.). ≡

Selected Upcoming Events
H.P. Lovecraft Film Festival and CthulhuCon.
October 1-3, 2010. Hollywood Theatre, Portland,
Oregon. hplfilmfestival.com.
The 7th Annual C.S. Lewis Festival.
October, 2010 in Petoskey, Michigan.
www.cslewisfestival.org
3rd Conference on Middle-earth.
March 26, 2011. Westford Regency Inn, Westford,
Massachusetts. www.3rdcome.org
Tolkien and the Middle Ages.
April 29-May 1, 2011 at the University of
Potsdam. Seminar of the Deutsche Tolkien
Gesellschaft (German Tolkien Society). Call for
Papers deadline: November 30, 2010. For more
information, hither-shore@tolkiengesellschaft.de.

Peter V. Brett. The Warded Man. Del Rey, 2010. 480
pp., $7.99 (paperback). ISBN 9780345518705.
Reviewed by Kazia Estrada.

I

n similar tradition to the fantasist Robert Jordan,
Peter Brett has created a world rich with history,
enchantment, and danger. This riveting novel captivates the reader in this perilous realm, leaving him or
her unable to set it aside until the final pages are
turned. Peter Brett draws on a diverse fantasy canon,
and though the similarities to many great fantasists
are apparent, they are not so brazen that the reader
becomes distracted by these resemblances.
The most obvious parallel is to that of Robert
Jordan’s Wheel of Time series, with similar heroes and
cultures—the most striking resemblance between
their respective desert peoples. Unlike Jordan, Brett
develops historicity by strongly emulating the tradition of wards and warding. This immediately creates
a sense of fear in the reader because the people in this
story are obviously terrified of something, something
as yet unknown to the reader. Brett takes this suspense and crafts it into a sense of unease and intensity that he maintains throughout the story, even after
the reader is very aware of the dangers that lurk in
the shadows of this world. As his suspenseful tale
unfolds, Brett establishes multiple story lines creating
a lacertine structure within the tale, which leaves the
reader waiting and anticipating how these individual
story lines are going to intertwine to make the tale
even more complex and addictive.
The multiple story lines focus on three main
characters: Arlen, Leesha, and Rojer. Brett depicts
these three young people trying to find their places in
their world. It is a bildungsroman, but with multiple
characters and different genders. As each character is
presented, so is a new theme or motif, primarily:
Arlen, freedom; Leesha, education; Rojer, guilt. These
themes are strongly developed throughout the tale
and come to a climax when they slowly start intertwining with each other, becoming simpler and more
complex at the same time. Each character, even without his or her individual themes, is a complex individual. Each has his or her own individual battles
and inner darkness, which makes each character all
the more realistic, and all the more appealing to the
reader. Brett expertly crafts each of his characters as a
wonderful accompaniment to the others while also
making them strong individuals. Even side characters, introduced through the eyes of one of the main
characters, are richly complex. How each main character sees these people and introduces them to the

reader further promotes realization of the intricate
twists and turns of this character’s psyche.
Brett further develops the individual themes of
his three main characters through the use of multiple
overriding motifs: darkness vs. light; death; and
knowledge. The primary focus of the story is darkness: ‚*t+here’s a wide world out there, for those willing to brave the dark‛ (16); but even here there is a
pervading sense of the wide world waiting to be discovered, and the knowledge that could be found if
one is willing to go beyond the norm and have courage. This idea of knowledge behind the darkness is a
concept that Arlen, Leesha, and Rojer struggle with
throughout the tale, the notion of embracing the
darkness and refusing to fear it when everyone else
does. It is this challenge that drives the story forward,
leading Brett’s characters into the darkness and leaving us waiting to see if they will find the light.
Like numerous fantasists before him, Brett has
drawn on a fount of knowledge of fantasy literature;
however, this does not change the fact that The
Warded Man is an excellent read, one leaving the
reader anxious for the next part of the series to come
out. Brett’s use of complex themes and motifs, along
with a vivid and realistic world establish Brett comfortably with the likes of T.A. Barron, Robert Jordan,
Stephen R. Lawhead, perhaps even Ursula K. Le
Guin. If his second novel continues in the same manner as his first, while maintaining the intensity and
complexity, then this is set to be a fantastic series. ≡

Call for Applicants for Secretary of the Mythopoeic Press

T

he Secretary of the Mythopoeic Press serves as
the project manager for all operations of the
Press as serves as a member of the Council of Stewards. In consultation with the Mythopoeic Press Editorial and Advisory Boards, the Secretary chooses
new book projects, oversees the editing of manuscripts, ensures that the necessary rights have been
secured and royalties paid, and oversees the printing
and production of the books. The Secretary also
works with the Press distributor on order fulfillment
through the Society website, Amazon.com, and other
channels, and works with the Society treasurer on the
financial and sales records. Possible new area to explore include electronic book publishing and joint
ventures with other Society publication departments
such as Mythlore or with other organizations.
For more information, please see:
www.mythsoc.org/press/
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Dimitra Fimi. Tolkien, Race and Cultural History:
From Fairies to Hobbits. Palgrave MacMillan, 2009.
xvi + 240 pp., £50.00 (hardcover), ISBN 9780230219519; £16.99 (softcover), ISBN 9780230272842.
Reviewed by Mark T. Hooker.
congratulations to Dimitra Fimi for her wellF irst,
deserved win of the 2010 Mythopoeic Society’s
Award for Inklings Studies with this title. And now,
to the review.
My title for the book would have been ‚Tolkien
in His Historical Context.‛ The questions of race and
fairies mentioned in the title as published are indeed
points on the historical spectrum that Fimi covers to
bring Tolkien into perspective, but they are not the
only ones. There is much more. Fimi traces Tolkien’s
creativity as his legendarium progresses from an Anglo-Saxon mythology for England to a more
‚realistic‛ pseudo-history of a ‚proto-historic‛ era of
Europe, ‚as a response to his *Tolkien’s+ historical
reality‛ (197). It should be noted, says Fimi, ‚that
Tolkien was a man of his time and that this would
affect his work‛ (187). ‚*T+his book’s aim,‛ remarks
Fimi, ‚is to examine Tolkien’s work from a historical
perspective, showing how it relates to his own
time‛ (157) within the framework of Middle-earth. To
apply modern constructs to the analysis of Tolkien,
continues Fimi, ‚would be a non-sequitur‛ and
‚would de-contextualize his writings from their historical period‛ (157).
This kind of treatment of Tolkien is especially
attractive to me, as it is the kind of thing that I do
myself. Fimi’s approach, however, is to look at the
big picture, while I, like Niggle, tend to focus on details. The fairies of the title are the starting point for
Fimi’s historical tour of Tolkien’s time. She skillfully
traces how the diminutive, winged creatures of Victorian literature grew in the course of the development
of Tolkien’s tales to the elves at the North Pole who
help Father Christmas, and then into the tall, stately,
larger-than-life beings who inhabit Middle-earth.
The question of ‚race‛ found in the title follows
the development of this topic from racial anthropology, to eugenics, to racism, defending Tolkien from
accusations of being a racist, by demonstrating how
Tolkien’s views fit within those of his contemporaries. Most telling in this respect, perhaps, is Fimi’s
recapitulation of Tolkien’s rejection of a request for a
statement of Aryan origin from Nazi Germany as a
condition of purchasing the rights to translate The
Hobbit. Fimi’s elucidation of the historical tides behind the change from an Anglo-Saxon mythology to a
10

mythology for Britain is particularly enlightening
(129). She cogently points out the effect that World
War I had not only on Tolkien, but on the whole of
British society, as well as how this was reflected in a
shift in the Weltanschauung of Tolkien’s mythology
away from the Anglo-Saxon to the pastoral setting of
the Shire.
Her discussion of why The Hobbit was a turning
point in Tolkien’s creative life is likewise worthy of
interest. The publication of The Hobbit created a demand for a sequel, but also created problems of consistency with Tolkien’s underlying mythology. The
tale of how Tolkien had to revise The Hobbit to make
the story of Bilbo’s acquisition of the Ring fit into the
story of The Lord of the Rings is well known. Fimi
points to a number of other problems that Tolkien,
who constantly tinkered with his texts, encountered
because one portion of his legendarium (The Hobbit)
had become fixed when it was published and made
available to the public. As an author of fiction myself,
I immediately understood Tolkien’s problem and felt
an even greater empathy with him.
Fimi’s exploration of the historical context of
Tolkien’s ‚secret vice‛ (philology) is the kind of thing
that warms the cockles of an old linguist’s heart.
Tolkien’s ‚enthusiasm for language invention and
sound play,‛ says Fimi, reflects the era before World
War I, ‚which favored both the creation of numerous
artificial languages and the radical sound experiments of the revolutionary avant-garde‛ (114). His
penchant for making up his own languages does not
seem ‚so peculiar when seen within the context of the
long tradition of language invention in Britain and
the rest of Europe‛ (97). While this makes Tolkien
seem less ‚unique‛, it nevertheless adds perspective
to the understanding of his ‚secret vice‛ (a vice that I
share myself).
The Cultural History of the title covers a wide
swath of topics, but is, mayhap, most ‚concretely‛
expressed in Fimi’s discussion of ‚the real and imagined material cultures‛ of Middle-earth (Chapter 10).
‚Material culture‛ is a contemporary anthropological
term for the study of the physical remains of cultures
of the past. This is not a term commonly associated
with literary study, but Fimi deftly applies it to good
effect. Her comparison of the leaves of the ‚Book of
Mazarbul‛ to the ‚sherd of Amenartas‛ from Rider
Haggard’s She is but one tangible example from this
thread of her logical discussion.
This is a well-written and accessible book, the
quality of the text being all the more praiseworthy
when one considers that Fimi is from Greece. I would

consider it de rigueur for the bibliographies of serious
college courses on Tolkien. For those who would like
more, Dr. Fimi teaches two on-line courses via the
University of Wales Institute Cardiff (UWIC) that will
be of interest to Tolkienists: ‚J.R.R. Tolkien: Myth and
Middle-earth in Context,‛ and ‚ Fantasy Literature:
From Victorian Fairy Tales to Modern Imaginary
Worlds.‛ For more information, consult her personal
website: http://www.dimitrafimi.com. ≡

The Secret of Kells. Directed by Tomm Moore and
Nora Twomey. 2009. Story by Tomm Moore, screenplay by Fabrice Ziolkowski.
Reviewed by David Emerson.

I

had high expectations for this film, which weren’t
entirely met. I liked that it was out of the ordinary:
an indie animated film from Ireland (with help from
Belgium and France), rather than a big-studio release
from the U.S. or Japan. Its use of Celtic art, images,
history and legend is a refreshing change from the
usual subjects of animated films. And given that it
had been nominated for an Academy Award and
honored at several film festivals, yet had extremely
limited release in the U.S., I had been looking forward to it for some months.
The first thing that disconcerted me was that the
characters, and most of the backgrounds, were drawn
in a very simplistic, almost geometric style, without
any subtleties of shading. This style is well suited for
TV, and would come across quite well on the small
screen, but in a movie theater it is a distinct disadvantage, unless one is sitting rather far from the screen.

However, once I got used to the style, I was able to
appreciate the beauty of the artwork.
Then there’s the story itself. It’s fairly straightforward: In medieval Ireland, a young monk named
Brendan idolizes master illuminator Brother Aidan of
Iona and wants to help him complete his famous
book, but his uncle the Abbot of Kells wants everyone
in the abbey to work on building a wall to keep out
invading Norsemen. Brendan sneaks into the forbidden forest, meets a forest spirit in the guise of a little
girl named Ainsling (pronounced ‚Ashley‛),
dares to encounter the evil spirit Crom Cruich,
gains the tools and skills of manuscript illumination, flees the barbarian invasion, and eventually completes the Book of Kells himself.
Turns out the Abbot was wrong and Brendan
was right. I leave it to others more knowledgeable than myself to judge the historical and
mythological accuracy of the events and characters depicted, but the story as presented does
touch on some interesting themes, such as the
relative societal priorities of Defense and the
Arts. It did seem odd to me that there wasn’t
more emphasis on the conflict between Christianity and the old pagan beliefs; the brothers of
the abbey don’t seem to notice that their faith is
being contradicted by reality right under their
noses.
But there are nice touches in this film. The artwork, though simplistically stylized, draws heavily
on Celtic art and design, which becomes especially
effective in the scene with Crom Cruich. There is a
good use of symbolism, both in the content and style.
The geometric quality of the art allows the invaders
to be depicted as mere dark angular shapes, which
dehumanizes them and increases their sense of menace. I also liked that the story emphasizes the importance of books and the preservation of knowledge;
although curiously enough, all we ever see of the
Book of Kells is its graphic design (i.e., illumination),
and nothing of the verbal content, so the preservation
of knowledge theme is sadly undermined.
For some reason that I can’t put my finger on,
there is an aspect of this film that reminds me very
much of the Narnia stories. It’s more than just that a
young person from our world enters Faerie and returns (which is a motif in many fantasy stories).
There seemed to me to be a quality of ‚that fair elusive beauty that some call Celtic‛ that Tolkien mentioned in his letters. I felt it most strongly whenever
the character of Ainsling was on screen, so maybe
there was a real magical spirit in the film after all. ≡
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